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 ‘BLACK IS MY HOME COUNTRY’: 
RE-MEMBERING RACE ON GOSPEL GROUNDS 
 
Abstract 
This essay presents partial findings from a study of historically black collegiate gospel 
choirs (HBCGCs) at predominantly white universities in northeastern United States.  HBCGCs 
utilize the worship practices of the Black Church as resources for cultivating black communal 
racial identity in the context of racial difference.  I theorize that HBCGCs practice a ‘narrative 
discipline’ that grounds their communal life together in corporate engagement with the faith 
stories that inspire their music.  I interpret this practice in light of Walter Fluker’s proposal for 
reforming black ecclesiology.  Fluker advances the reclamation of black identity as an existential 
‘home,’ which avoids both the essentializing postures of ontological blackness and the equally 
dangerous narrative of post-racialism through the practice of ‘re-membering’ stories of black 
experience.  I argue that the creative practice of narrative discipline by HBCGCs provides 
practical shape to Fluker’s ecclesiological hope. 
 
Keywords 
Black; Collegiate; Gospel; Choir; Music; Race; Identity; Ecclesiology
 
 
1. Introduction 
This essay presents partial findings from a study of historically black collegiate gospel 
choirs (HBCGCs) at predominantly white universities in northeastern United States.  The 
research highlights the ways in which HBCGCs utilize worship practices of the Black Church as 
resources for cultivating black communal racial identity in the context of racial diversity and a 
diversity of ideas about race.  I interpret this phenomenon through the lens of Walter Fluker’s 
proposal for the reformation of black ecclesiology in response to the postmodern politics of 
difference reflected in contemporary black theological reflection.1  Fluker advances the 
reclamation of black racial identity as an existential ‘home’ that avoids both the essentializing 
postures of ontological blackness on the one hand and the equally dangerous narrative of post-
racialism on the other.  In this essay, I argue that the practices of communal identity formation 
employed by HBCGCs provide practical shape to Fluker’s ecclesiological hope. 
 
2. Reconstructing Black Ecclesiology 
I approach the study of historically black collegiate gospel choirs as a practical 
theologian within the black theological tradition.  The descriptive analysis I offer in this paper 
funds my engagement with the formidable challenges presented by black postmodern scholars 
regarding the role that race plays in black ecclesiological construction.  The critique is best 
exemplified by Victor Anderson’s Beyond Ontological Blackness,2 in which he charges that 
black theologians employ essentialist understandings of blackness as the foundation for 
                                                          
1 Walter Fluker, The Ground Has Shifted: The Future of the Black Church in Post-Racial America (New York: 
NYU Press, 2016). 
2 Victor Anderson, Beyond Ontological Blackness: An Essay on African American Religious and Cultural 
Criticism (New York: Continuum, 1995). 
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theorizing the communal identity that grounds black religious experience.  Anderson identifies 
two dangerous implications of this approach.  First, such ontological accounts of blackness are 
reactionary, requiring oppression as a starting point and thus privileging whiteness by placing it 
at the center of black identity.  Black theologies of survival or liberation, therefore, do not 
contribute to individual thriving or flourishing because they concede black identity to white 
supremacist renderings.  Second, ontological constructions of black identity rely on restrictive 
prescriptions of black experience as a uniform set of cultural representations that are deemed 
‘authentic,’ whether language, music, fashion, or other norms of behavior.  In contrast, a 
postmodern politics of difference seeks to de-center all externally imposed categories of identity 
in order to give full agency to the multidimensional individual. 
In The Ground has Shifted, Walter Fluker challenges this postmodern politics of 
difference.  While Fluker affirms the critique that essentializing constructions of race stifle 
human flourishing, he is dubious of the ways in which this discourse is too easily co-opted by the 
narrative of ‘post-racialism.’ 3  Fluker casts post-racialism as a ghostly figure that haunts 
America.  When viewed through the apparition of post-racialism, the deleterious effects of 
racism continue unabated as consideration of race as a legitimate and meaningful category of 
identity and social analysis recedes under a shroud of ‘naïve multiculturalism,’4 which assumes 
the language and posture of racial progress while ignoring the persistence of inequality and 
injustice based on race.  Post-racialism haunts black churches as well, calling into question the 
ground of their communal identity as the shared bonds of racial solidarity can no longer be 
assumed. 
                                                          
3 Fluker, The Ground Has Shifted, pp. 23-28. 
4 Marla F. Frederick, Between Sundays: Black Women and Everyday Struggles of Faith (Berkley, CA: 
University of California Press, 2003), 153-157. 
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As an antidote, Fluker urges black churches to embrace the practice of ‘rememory’ – a 
concept borrowed from novelist Toni Morrison, which signifies not merely the act of 
recollection, but the re-appropriation of complex and sometimes contradictory discourses of 
black experience for the purpose of contemporary meaning-making.5  Fluker is careful to note 
that ‘memory and metaphor without critical engagement and historical suspicion are dangerous 
and destructive.’6  Like Anderson, Fluker is wary of an uncritical hermeneutics of narrative 
return that devolves into nostalgia.  Instead, Fluker adopts Morrison’s robust literary notion of 
rememory, which ‘addresses the analytic relation of habitus, memory, and history in the quest for 
human identity.’7  Re-membering race is not a mimicking of the past that re-inscribes essentialist 
notions of ontological blackness.  Rather, Fluker argues that ‘remembering refers to the way we 
must utilize memories of our past as points of departure and sites of excavation as first steps in 
reviving prophetic black religious discourse and practices in our existing struggle with the ghost 
of post-racialism.’8 
Re-membering race is the stitching back together of disparate stories within the 
framework of larger historical narratives of black experience as a way of reclaiming a coherent 
black identity that is neither naïve nor nostalgic, yet is deeply rooted in the collective hope and 
abiding love that grounds the black Christian tradition.  This practice of recalling narratives of 
black experience in the work of reconceiving blackness as a viable and meaningful category of 
communal and individual identity lies at the heart of the communal practices of the HBCGCs I 
describe in this paper. 
                                                          
5 Fluker, The Ground Has Shifted, pp. 29-31. 
6 Fluker, The Ground Has Shifted, pp. 16-17. 
7 Fluker, The Ground Has Shifted, p. 30. 
8 Ibid. 
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3. Collegiate Gospel Choirs as Black Public Sphere 
The Black Church has historically functioned as an ‘alternative’ public sphere within 
which the lives of black people are privileged, in contrast to the dominant white social sphere of 
American society in which black lives are devalued at best, and taken at worst.9  Historically 
Black Collegiate Gospel Choirs (HBCGCs) emerged in the 1960s and 1970s as black students 
sought to summon the empowerment they enjoyed in black churches and transpose that 
experience into the predominantly white universities to which black students had recently won 
greater access in the wake of the political gains of the civil rights movement.10  Cheryl Sanders 
notes with some irony that although these choirs, with their focus on ‘worship and performance,’ 
were initially denigrated by more radically-oriented black students as insufficient forms of 
resistance to white racism, the black gospel choir movement currently ‘represents one of the 
most vital ongoing institutional expressions of the ubiquitous student rebellions of the late 
1960s.’11 
 Functionally, HBCGCs can be defined as collegiate choral groups whose repertoire 
consists of the variety of sacred music genres and styles emerging from black Christian worship 
traditions.  Yet, HBCGCs are also tasked with the cultural work of maintaining the integrity of 
the music they are appropriating.  HBCGCs pursue this goal in ways that reflect both their 
academic context and the Black Church context they invoke.  As an academic enterprise, 
HBCGCs educate their members and their audiences about the experiences of suffering, struggle, 
                                                          
9 Frederick, Between Sundays, pp. 8-9. 
10 Cheryl J. Sanders, ‘Resistance, Rebellion, and Reform: The Collegiate Gospel Choir Movement in the United 
States’ in Journal of the Interdenominational Theological Center 27no. 1-2 (Fall-Spr 1999-2000), pp. 210-211. 
11 Sanders, ‘Resistance, Rebellion, and Reform,’ p. 210. 
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survival, salvation, and striving that animate the sacred songs of black Christians.  Yet, HBCGCs 
do not merely educate; they participate in the black faith tradition by interpolating elements of 
black Christian worship such as prayer, testimony, biblical instruction, and proclamation into 
their communal practices. 
The critical development at the center of my research is the increasing racial diversity of 
the membership within HBCGCs and how that change intersects with evolving attitudes about 
the nature of black racial identity.  In this essay, I will focus on the ways these shifts impact the 
practices of the Kuumba Singers of Harvard College and the Boston University Inner Strength 
Gospel Choir, both of which emerged during the period of black student movements referenced 
above.  The Kuumba Singers were founded in 1970 in the wake of the 1969 Harvard Strike, 
during which students occupied an administration building and demanded redress for the neglect 
of the well-being of black students and the omission of scholarship about black life in the 
curriculum.12  Similarly, Inner Strength Gospel Choir (ISGC) was born in 1973 when a small number 
of black students at Boston University began gathering informally in their dorm rooms to sing gospel 
music as a way of connecting with their culture and cultivating a safe community in the midst of a 
campus community they experienced as hostile.  Both choirs have updated their initial purpose as black 
public spheres in response to their current contexts.  Despite the important differences between them, both 
choirs draw upon the black Christian worship tradition in ways that are illustrative of what I call the 
practice of narrative discipline. 
 
                                                          
12 http://Kuumbasingers.org.   Accessed on August 12, 2012. 
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4. ‘Black Is My Home Country’ 
The Kuumba Singers of Harvard College is designated as a cultural student organization 
within Harvard’s Office for the Arts.  For the first twenty-five years of its history, Kuumba 
functioned unambiguously as a black public sphere at Harvard.  However, since the mid-1990s, 
Kuumba has experienced increased racial diversity in its membership, which has changed the 
way the group is marketed.  University-published documents now position Kuumba as the 
quintessential model of ‘multiculturalism.’  While this shift entails advantages with respect to 
institutional support, the evolution poses an enormous challenge to Kuumba's leadership in their 
attempt to sustain Kuumba's mission and identity as an intentionally black cultural space. 
Upon his appointment as Kuumba’s director in 1997, Sheldon Reid developed an 
initiation and ongoing education process that would focus on the group’s history and mission as 
a part of his strategy to re-contextualize Kuumba’s identity as a black community.  For Reid, the 
continuity with the traditional mission of Kuumba is achieved by maintaining a discursive 
emphasis on the ‘black freedom struggle’ from which the songs spring.  This examination of the 
historical context of the music becomes a springboard for conversations about the persistence of 
racism in the present and about the continued necessity of cultural institutions such as Kuumba 
to serve as ‘a safe space for black people,’ as the founding documents assert.  In response to the 
increased racial diversity of the choir, Reid reinterprets and expands this mantra by proclaiming 
Kuumba, ‘a safe space to be uncomfortable,’ signifying that a communal focus on the persistence 
of racism will result in uncomfortable conversations as individual members bring different 
experiences and perspectives to the endeavor.  The story of a student leader, Elizabeth13, 
                                                          
13 ‘Elizabeth’ is a pseudonym, used to protect the anonymity of the student. 
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illustrates the dynamic tensions that result from the cultural improvisation at work within 
Kuumba. 
Elizabeth argues that respect for Kuumba’s founders necessitates that the current leaders 
protect the group’s historic function as a communal space that is, if not exclusively, then at least 
primarily for black students.  When asked to define the Kuumba Singers, Elizabeth states 
emphatically, “We’re a black group.  Multicultural is lovely.  There are a lot of different places 
for that.  But, I don't think we should take away what we've been for the last 40 to 41 years.”  
Elizabeth explains that she did not always feel this way.  When she first joined, Elizabeth 
believed that blacks and non-blacks should have an equal sense of ownership over the choir and 
its communal life.  However, Elizabeth dismisses her initial perspective as evidence of a lack of 
understanding of Kuumba's mission.  Elizabeth claims that her current ‘more black militant’ 
stance was sparked during the annual ‘Race Talk’ that occurs while on spring tour as a part of the 
intentional community formation program.  Elizabeth recounts the pivotal event: 
To tell you the truth, I had no idea what I was getting into with Kuumba.  I knew 
that it was predominantly black, but I didn't know that it was a gospel choir.  I 
remember, actually, not fully understanding what I now know about Kuumba – 
what Kuumba is and how it developed into this space at Harvard.  Until [that] 
spring tour, I was like, ‘Well, we sing songs.  This is nice.  This is nice and 
friendly.’ And then I went to tour and my mind was completely blown… 
I remember being blown away about the things that we talked about.  
Because we talked about what a person who is not of African descent, what their 
place in Kuumba is.  And I had never thought about it.  Because one of my closest 
friends in Kuumba – actually, I have two close friends who are not African-
American, or African, not black at all – and they’re the two closest people that I'm 
friends with in Kuumba.  To a certain extent it made me upset, because what I 
was hearing… was that there wasn't really a place for them in this space.  But then 
what I really came to realize was that what was being said was not that there 
wasn't space for them in [Kuumba], but that it’s a space for African-Americans 
and Africans and black people that didn't have a space.  You know, like, we were 
outcasts.  I think that it's great for [non-blacks] to be able to come into that space 
and enjoy it for what it is.  But, again, it's a choice that they get, where this isn't a 
choice for me.  This is a space that I have to live in. 
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After Elizabeth was confronted with Kuumba's history during that first ‘race talk,’ she began to 
read her own experience into that history.  When describing Kuumba's founders by saying, ‘we 
were outcasts’ [emphasis mine], she includes herself in their experience of exclusion.  By 
reading the plight of current black students back into that history of black resistance and survival, 
Elizabeth is able to reinterpret the goal of keeping Kuumba as an intentionally black space.  
Rather than viewing that mission as an act of exclusion against non-blacks, Elizabeth now 
understands the emphasis on black students as a necessary corrective of the prior act of their 
exclusion.  Thus, while Elizabeth does not believe that Kuumba should now exclude non-blacks 
from membership, she argues that their membership is conditional, requiring their acceptance of 
and respect for the need for black students to maintain primary ownership of the community and 
to privilege their own stories and histories at the center of the group’s cultural discourse. 
Yet, Elizabeth does not subscribe to a prescriptive, unidimensional trope of what 
comprises black culture.  To the contrary, Elizabeth contends that Kuumba’s inclusive and fluid 
racial politics stands as a necessary alternative to the restrictive racial politics represented in 
other black student organizations on campus, whose members deemed her as ‘not black enough.’  
Elizabeth extols the ability of Kuumba to foster a unified black community while affirming the 
diversity that exists within the black community.  She explains: 
There are a lot of different ways to be black.  And I think that's really important 
here at Harvard because I think that when you go to different communities, there's 
sometimes this thought of a homogenous experience or shared experience.   And, 
to a certain extent, at Harvard we do have that shared experience.  There’s 
probably not one person here that is black who hasn't had to deal with someone 
saying, ‘You talk like a white person,’ or, ‘Why are you acting white?’ Or, things 
like that, and I think that is something that is very much shared among this 
community.  But, that being said, there are still so many different experiences… I 
know that sometimes there's a lot of tension in the black community here at 
Harvard – kind of, ‘Are you black enough?’ But, Kuumba is really special in the 
fact that those questions aren't ever asked.  And I'm not saying that Kuumba is 
9 
 
perfect because Kuumba is made up of people, and people are hardly perfect.  
But, I know that we don't have a lot of the same problems that a lot of the other 
black organizations have.  And I guess that's basically going back to the question, 
‘What is Kuumba?’  Kuumba is a place where you are accepted for who you are 
and your experience – your black experience – that’s never, ever denied of you or 
downplayed.  And if it's downplayed by an individual in the choir, then that's not 
representative of what Kuumba is. 
 
Part of the reason that Elizabeth insists that Kuumba remain an explicitly black communal space 
is because of her assessment that the other black organizations are not healthy environments for 
black students to affirm their racial identity, many of whom have had the authenticity of their 
blackness questioned and challenged before coming to Harvard.  Thus, Kuumba’s historical role 
as a ‘safe space for black people’ is still necessary because although there are other organizations 
that are explicitly black, in Elizabeth's estimation, they are only safe for those who conform to a 
particular set of cultural performances that qualify as ‘authentically’ black.  For students like 
Elizabeth, whose speech and behavior are deemed to be insufficiently expressive of these 
predetermined notions of authentic blackness, the other black student organizations can feel like 
hostile communal spaces in which they are not welcome. 
 Despite Elizabeth's negative assessment of the culture within other black student 
organizations, she acknowledges that Kuumba is not a utopia for black students.  Elizabeth 
confessed that she, herself, had been accused of doing the very thing that she abhorred – 
challenging the way other black students make sense of their own identity: 
Basically, the conversation started off with someone saying, ‘I am not just black.  
I am from Ghana,’ or, ‘I am from Nigeria.’ And I was hurt.  And I told them that 
hurt me because I am just black.  There is no other identification that I can give 
you other than that about my ethnicity.  There's a lot of other things that define 
me.  There are so many things that define me.  But, that is still a huge part of who 
I am, and I don't think I should have to deny that or downplay it.  And what I was 
trying to get at – what I had difficulties explaining – was that [‘black’] is my 
identity.  I need that to be enough.  I don't need anyone to ask me, ‘But, where are 
your people from?’ I don't need those extra questions.  I need black to be enough 
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and I need being black to be a place in itself because that's where – like, that's my 
home country!  And I think what happened was that it kind of got misunderstood 
because a lot of the people who are second-generation [Americans], they felt I 
was trying to discount their black experience and I wasn't.  I was trying to say that 
I need them to value that that's all I have… 
One of my friends in Kuumba – this was another discussion – she said that 
she was Haitian and that's it; she's not black.  Because for some immigrants, there 
is a stigma that comes with being black in America and [with] black Americans, 
and that is the last thing that they want to be associated with.  And I told her, ‘You 
are Haitian; that's fantastic.  But in America, when you're walking down the 
street, you are a black woman just like I am.  For your own comfort, [Haitian] is 
how you identify yourself, but in this world, in this place, [black] is what you are.  
And you have to deal with other people's identification of you because you live in 
a world of other people.’ To one extent it's sad, but I think it's also – I am happy 
to share my culture with you.  I think black is great! 
 
As she tells the story, Elizabeth is sensitive to the possibility that by challenging the way other 
black students made sense of their race, she was imposing on them in the same negative way that 
she described the other black student organizations treating her.  However, Elizabeth argues that 
her efforts in this regard were consistent with her critique of the other black student 
organizations.  Elizabeth interpreted the hesitance of those who did not identify as ‘just’ black as 
an indication that they perceived blackness as undesirable.  Thus, rather than devaluing their 
black experience, Elizabeth viewed her actions as a defense of herself against others’ devaluation 
of her black experience.  Furthermore, Elizabeth was advocating an expansive vision of a black 
American community that embraces and absorbs all people of African descent regardless of the 
path by which they arrived on U.S. soil. 
More salient than the specific explanation that Elizabeth offers regarding her role in these 
conversations, is her description of the conversations themselves.  These encounters are deeply 
personal and emotionally taxing.  Given the significant stress generated by these conversations, I 
wondered why Kuumba members would continue to participate in them.  Elizabeth offers a clue 
when she recounts her address to the Haitian student.  Although their exchange was contentious, 
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Elizabeth began the anecdote by referring to her interlocutor as ‘one of my friends in Kuumba.’  
These conversations are not taking place among casual acquaintances who can simply walk away 
when the tension gets too thick.  These are hard truths and heartfelt emotions being expressed 
among friends who feel compelled to continue the painful conversation out of love for one 
another.  The bond of a shared communal identity is not dependent on the outcome of the 
conversations.  Rather, it is the familial identity of the community that makes these fights 
possible.  Blackness remains a contested category of identity.  Yet, the ability of Kuumba to hold 
people together through the contestation is evidence of its strengths as a community. 
Elizabeth’s story begs the question of precisely what allows these students to remain in 
loving relationship with one another throughout these difficult negotiations of race.  When I 
posed this question to members of Kuumba, they overwhelmingly credited ‘the music’ with 
providing the bedrock of common shared experience that makes a deep level of communal 
engagement possible.  To investigate this aspect of HBCGCs, we turn to the experience of the 
Inner Strength Gospel Choir, which relies even more heavily on this galvanizing power of gospel 
music in the cultivation of its communal culture. 
 
5. Gospel Music as Common Ground 
Although the Boston University Inner Strength Gospel Choir (ISGC) began as a home for 
marginalized black students, by the mid-1980s its institutional home was Marsh Chapel, which 
administers the university’s religious student organizations.  As a result, the communal identity of ISGC 
reflects the choir’s statement of purpose as “a home for meaningful, shared religious and spiritual 
experiences to students on campus.”14  Unlike members of the Kuumba Singers who are steeped in that 
group’s history, ISGC members describe the weekly Sunday night rehearsals as having the most 
                                                          
14 https://www.bu.edu/chapel/music/isgc/.  Accessed on November 30, 2012. 
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significant impact on their understanding of and appreciation for their participation in the choir.  The 
process of learning the music is not merely a means for achieving the ends of concert performance.  
Rather, members of ISGC describe the rehearsals themselves as the choir’s primary purpose in their lives. 
 The overwhelming sensation that one feels when observing ISGC rehearsals is one of pure 
enjoyment.  The spontaneous nature of gospel music drives the dynamism of the experience, orchestrated 
through the teaching style of the musical director, Herb Jones.  Choir members marveled to me about 
Jones’ propensity for improvising the arrangement of songs as he teaches, which they interpret as an 
indication of the musical genius of Jones as an individual as well as the genius of gospel music as a genre 
that lends itself to that kind of freedom and creativity.  Because Jones chooses music that can be taught by 
rote without the aid of sheet music, and because of his own modeling of an experiential engagement with 
the music through his piano playing and his directing, the process of learning is infused with the 
excitement and energy of a final concert.  As a result, there appears to be a very thin line between practice 
and praise, between the ordinary and the ecstatic during ISGC rehearsals. 
Jones acknowledges that the cultural ethos of ISGC resembles the Black Church less than it used 
to when the choir had more black students.  However, Jones surmises that the choir is still heavily 
influenced by the black Christian tradition as expressed through his leadership.  “Black church is who I 
am,” Jones explains, “I don’t know how to be anything else.”  Jones also indicated that ISGC’s culture is 
powerfully shaped during the annual tour when the choir performs in black churches.  Jones is careful to 
note that the black Christian worship tradition is something that the choir “borrows from” and “adapts.”  
Thus, while the black Christian tradition is formative for the communal culture and identity of ISGC, 
Jones makes it a priority to prevent appreciation and adaptation from descending into caricature.  
Ultimately, the goal of ISGC for Jones is to help members take ownership over their experience of the 
gospel through the music, in community with others who are similarly appropriating the songs as their 
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own.  Thus, the development of interpretive freedom becomes a shared experience.  The testimony of 
“Alice”15 best demonstrates how gospel music becomes the common ground for this communal practice. 
Alice names ISGC as her most significant experience at Boston University.  She defines ISGC as 
"a group of students who sing and praise about God and the gospel of Jesus Christ."  However, ISGC's 
true value in her life is not the performance, but the “community that is behind the singing choir."  Over 
the course of her three and a half years at Boston University, Alice claims to have participated in at least 
two dozen student organizations and activities, of which ISGC stood alone as the only "true community.”  
Alice bases her assessment on ISGC’s ability to fashion a unified community while valuing and accepting 
the different backgrounds and unique personalities of its members. 
Alice recalls how her perception of ISGC’s welcoming community was cemented during her first 
rehearsal: 
It was really scary.  I think I was the only Asian there.  Actually, I might have dragged 
one other girl with me – Mary.16  You know, she stands next to me [during rehearsal].  
She's another Asian girl, and I was like, “Come on! There’s no auditions!” We both 
signed up and I dragged her out. 
When we got there, I was so petrified…  We started singing and there were no 
papers, no lyrics, which was different [for me].  But, I mean, I love black music and I 
love singing.  So, the whole singing part was, like – I loved it! 
And there was something weird because it wasn't like singing just, like, a love 
song.  You had a weird feeling.  I realized it was more than just singing.  It was this weird 
feeling that’s hard to explain.  But I had never felt that before because I was never really 
religious.  I remember that first Sunday that, at first, I felt really, really uncomfortable.  
And I was like, “Oh, God!  I'm gonna make a fool of myself.   What am I doing here?” 
Then I realized that everyone, when I looked around, everyone was feeling that 
connectedness in their faces and they look so uplifted from the songs.  And I was like, 
“Okay, so I'm not the only one that’s feeling this euphoric sensation.  There is something 
really special about this place that I've never seen.” 
I really wanted that family.  And I remember when I first went in we always 
ended with a prayer.  That was not something I've ever done with a group of 60 or 70 
people.  And they always emphasized, since the first day I went, “We are a family.  This 
is a different group.  We come from different paths, but it's a family at the end of the day.  
We’re bound by one God's love.” And I think for me that was such a security blanket 
[because] my family was all the way back home.  I loved hearing that.  I loved hearing 
that I was part of something that I just joined regardless of what path I came from.  And 
while I was there I felt like I was connected with everyone next to me even though we all 
                                                          
15 “Alice” is a pseudonym, used to protect the anonymity of the student. 
16 “Mary” is a pseudonym, used to protect the anonymity of the student. 
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looked different.  I was petrified.  But by the end I left feeling – and Mary, too – we both 
were like, “Okay, we’re in for good.”  She's never left and I never left. 
 
Although ISGC does not market itself as such, its implicit function as a communal space for black 
students clearly contributed to Alice’s initial hesitancy.  Additionally, the group’s explicit Christian ethos 
made her feel like a potential outcast as well.  Yet, Alice’s love of black music compelled her to 
overcome her fears of rejection long enough to experience ISGC’s hospitality.  Subsequently, the 
character and content of the music she encountered precipitated a sensation of euphoria that Alice now 
interprets as a shared, communal encounter with God mediated by black sacred music.  On the basis of 
this experience of a diverse community finding unity on the common ground of singing gospel music, 
Alice discovered that ISGC – a communal home for black Christian worship practice – could be her home 
as well. 
This facilitation of boundary-crossing and community-building is not a new role for 
gospel music.  Melva Wilson Costen observes that gospel music has always served both as a 
symbol of black identity and as a tool for evangelistic outreach beyond the Black Church.  
Costen argues that because of the way the music deliberately intertwines the sacred and the 
secular in both style and content, ‘it would be expected that black gospel would find a home both 
in and outside of the liturgical space of black folks.’17  Costen describes the impact that gospel 
music performance has on participants this way: 
Gospel music has a magnetic power to draw people in. There is an attraction to 
the musical sounds and rhythms, and the personalized message draws listeners 
into the story. The vocal and physical delivery of the singers helps you to hear and 
understand that you still belong to someone despite your status in life. It is the 
simplicity of the phrases and repetition of words and rhythmical devices. It is the 
depth of feeling that is invoked with each musical phrase, the memorable lines 
that one can recall long after the music stops. It is all of these things and more that 
provides a magnetic appeal of gospel music.18 
 
                                                          
17 Melva Wilson Costen, In Spirit and in Truth (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 2004), p. 75. 
18 Costen, In Spirit and in Truth, pp. 95-96. 
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Costen’s analysis of the ability of gospel music to carry the creative power of black Christian 
spirituality to those who do not share its racial or religious heritage resonates with the dynamics 
apparent in the role that HBCGCs play on their predominantly white campuses.  The music, and 
the community drawn together by that music, bears this distinctive faith tradition while also 
serving as instruments of evangelistic invitation.  The open welcome that these choirs practice 
communicates that our thing can somehow—with great complexity and confrontation—be your 
thing too.  Costne notes that gospel music can never fully belong to ‘others,’ lest the experience 
lose its ability to embody the particular witness of black people’s stories of suffering and 
resistance, accommodation and rebellion, survival and triumph, hope and flourishing.  Yet, 
through the music that they created, their testimonies reach up from the ground to become the 
roots of the home tree that is black Christian community, with all of its various shoots and 
branches and multicolored leaves – a home in which there is always plenty good room. 
 
6. Conclusion 
HBCGCs cultivate communal spaces within university contexts that are shaped by the 
black Christian worshipping tradition of gospel music.  The Kuumba Singers privilege the stories 
of faith that produced the music, while the Inner Strength Gospel Choir focuses on engaging the 
stories of faith in the music itself.  In both choirs, the identity of the group as a black Christian 
community is defined by the discipline of recalling, reinterpreting, and appropriating the 
meaning of those stories for the contemporary moment.  I call this approach to black communal 
identity formation ‘narrative discipline’ because it establishes the boundaries of inclusion by 
insisting on the centrality of the interpretive process rather than by policing racial status, 
specified behaviors and cultural representations, or predetermined outcomes of the engagement 
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with the stories.  As long as the black Christian narrative remains central, individual members 
are free to encounter and interpret that narrative in their own way.  By rooting this narrative 
discipline in the common ground of gospel music, HBCGCs reclaim and reconfigure the 
possibilities of Black Church practices to mediate black communal identity in the context of both 
racial diversity and a diversity of ideas about the significance of race. 
I contend that this practice of re-membering race on the common ground of gospel music 
exemplifies Walter Fluker’s theological vision for the role of rememory in the construction of 
black communal identity, and can therefore provide guidance for the future of the Black Church.  
I am not suggesting that there is only one way to narrate blackness or black Christianity, to say 
nothing of non-Christian black religious thought and practice.  I am only arguing that the form of 
narrative discipline that I found at work in HBCGCs can be helpful to theologians and church 
leaders committed to the work of reconceiving the grounds of black ecclesial identity in light of 
the challenges to racial and religious identity that are increasingly being felt at the congregational 
level. 
Black theologian and church historian Gayraud Wilmore gives voice to the frustration of 
black church leaders as he observes that a new breed of congregants is emerging within black 
churches who are exercising a wider range of theological options for engaging their faith: 
Today, looking down from the pulpit on a Sunday morning, you don’t know who 
you have out there…You really don’t know what people believe, if they believe 
anything…Among the congregation we can find agnostics, practical atheists, 
younger members on the verge of going over to Islam, yoga practitioners and 
some curious about other Eastern religions, adherents of various TV and radio 
evangelists, younger people who are attracted only to gospel music and the 
entertainment of Sunday performances, people exploring radical Black theology, 
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and folks who are proverbially at sea—drifting to and fro among a variety of 
operative worldviews, cults, and Christian bookstore theologians.19 
Wilmore expresses dismay at the experimental and syncretistic faith practice of this new breed, 
fearing the potential consequences of doctrinal and behavioral fragmentation for the future 
coherency of the black Christian faith tradition.  The experience of HBCGCs and their practice 
of narrative discipline suggests, however, that one need not locate the coherency of the tradition 
in doctrinal or behavioral uniformity.  Rather, from the perspective of narrative discipline, the 
fact that Wilmore observes such differentiation among contemporary black church goers is 
reason to rejoice precisely because, despite their differences of opinion on doctrine and practice, 
the congregants Wilmore observes are still able to find a common home in the Black Church. 
The practice of narrative discipline mandates the centrality re-membering stories of black 
life and black faith, but it does not insist that each member of the community engage those 
stories in the same way or come to the same conclusions about what those stories mean for their 
own thought and practice.  It is the shared act of re-membering within the context of the common 
ground of communal worship that creates the familial bonds that constitute black ecclesial life.  
Might black church leaders learn to practice a narrative discipline that orders church life around 
the dynamic process of re-membering, rather than the doctrinal and behavioral discipline that 
meet with increasing degrees of frustration at their ineffectiveness, as Wilmore notes?  Can 
Black Church ministry leaders instead learn to embrace the interpretive freedom and diversity of 
its members that emerge from the common consideration and enactment of re-membered stories? 
The experience of HBCGCs demonstrate that this messy, contentious, and risky process can still 
yield coherent and beautiful expressions of black Christian community. 
                                                          
19 Iva E. Carruthers, Frederick D. Haynes, III, and Jeremiah A. Wright, Jr., eds., Blow the Trumpet in Zion: 
Global Vision and Action for the 21st Century Black Church (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2005), 170-171. 
